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Introduction
Fair, consistent and authentic assessment presents one of the greatest challenges in preparing health professionals for practice. Assessment 'is a judgement and decision making process in which raters' behaviour is shaped by interactions between individuals and social context in which assessment occurs' (1) . Judgements are unlikely to be truly objective, despite complex scoring systems (2) . Variability in assessment poses risks to health professions because of its potential to graduate students who are not effective or safe, at the same time as creating confusion amongst students and trainers. Exposing differences in perspectives and judgements, and supporting assessors to acknowledge the bias they bring to assessment decisions, is fundamental to advancing performance focussed assessments (3, 4) . Discussing reasoning processes surrounding decision making offers a potentially valuable way forward for assessment. This includes improving consistency and challenging assumptions around methods of assessment.
Moderation is a peer review process that facilitates the consistency of assessment decisions and explores the underlying factors influencing these decisions (5) . Moderation is an important process for ensuring quality in educational process and outcomes (5, 6) . It aims to assure consistency or comparability, appropriateness and fairness of assessment judgements, as well as validity and reliability of assessment tasks, criteria and standards (6) . When conducted, it is usually restricted within universities, and not between them. To our knowledge, there is no study in the literature reporting assessment moderation in dietetics. The present study aimed to explore approaches to assessment of a common assessment task across different universities and assessors and explain the factors that influence assessment decisions.
Materials and methods
Four universities were conveniently selected for inclusion in the present study, representing four of the 16 Australian universities offering dietetics education at the time of the study (Table 1) . Ethics approval was obtained from the relevant university human ethics committees (Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee). Traditionally students enter the placement setting for a minimum of 800 h in the final years of their training (7) . 'Placement readiness' was chosen as a relevant assessment standard. A form of oral assessment of patient nutrition assessment/counselling was specifically chosen because its commonality across universities and evidence of its usefulness in dietetics (8, 9) . This assessment was used uniformly across universities to inform placement readiness prior to students undertaking any significant clinical placement ( Table 2 ). All students were provided a briefing of 1-2 h and opportunities to role play prior to the assessment. Case content was built on previous learning by students regarding clinical theory and communication skills.
The methodology was informed by Krause et al.
. A purposive sample of four student performances (video or audio recording), previously conducted and assessed at the four institutions (total 16 assessments), was selected for inclusion in the moderation process. The four performances aimed to capture, at a minimum, a strong student, a borderline student and a student who had failed.
The final performance was selected by the university based on other unique characteristics for which they sought feedback (e.g. a student for whom English was a second language). Assessors were blinded to the initial assessment outcomes of students.
The recording of the student performance, together with a description of the task and the assessment instrument, was provided to the assessors. Assessors were academics [mean (SD) years as an academic 12.1 (4.2) years] who had previous experience as practitioners across a variety of work settings [mean (SD) years since graduation from dietetics degree 24.4 (4.6) years] and who were credentialled with the professional body. All investigators except CP in the present study acted as academic assessors and each was allocated four different student performance sets from two different universities (a total of eight excluding their own institution) to assess independently. They were not provided with any training, other than instructions to read the outline of the task and familiarise themselves with the written assessment instrument. Each student performance was therefore subjected to four independent assessments in addition to that from their original university. The purpose was not to test the reliability of the assessments but rather to explore approaches to and influences on assessment decisions.
The results were collated independently by the lead investigator (CP), with grades/criteria being collected on a single spreadsheet in addition to verbatim qualitative comments. These raw data were presented back to the assessors together with the original university assessment, and then discussed as a group. A semi-structured group discussion was facilitated (by CP) and aimed to explore variations in assessment results, factors influencing decisions and how this moderation experience may shape assessment into the future. The discussion was audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcript was • Demonstrates effective communication skills *Excluding University A.
coded by CP, with elements of text labelled typical of a thematic analysis approach (10) . An inductive and deductive approach was used to identify new concepts and consider the codes in the context of the existing assessment literature (11) . The codes were grouped as factors that influenced the assessment process, which were then presented back to the assessors to gain consensus on the major learnings related to the assessment process, with the aim of informing future practice.
Results
The assessment rating data showed variation between the assessors and original results (Table 3) . Quantitative scores or graduated ratings (e.g. pass to high distinction) showed wider variation and fewer disparities if an absolute ranking of pass or fail was considered, with 11 out of 16 performances showing 100% consistency and one showing 75% consistency between markers. The lowest consistency (≤50%) was demonstrated where students were failed by their university or only just passed (e.g. 15/30). Although there were differences in ratings between assessors, there was consistency in judgements regarding work-based learning readiness when the assessors came together to discuss the results, although some assessors had not followed instructions for the grading scale. When qualitative assessments were analysed with quantitative decisions about pass/fail (or placement readiness), it was evident that proficient communication skills and the ability to reflect on performance were keys factors considered when determining placement readiness. The group discussion data revealed three key concepts: (i) the role of assessment instruments; (ii) assessor factors; and (iii) the subjectivity of judgement influenced assessment decisions (Table 4) .
Discussion
The present study explored the assessment results of selected student performances and the reasons behind assessor decision-making. When academic assessors came together to discuss their results, there appeared to be greater consensus than the individual assessment instruments indicated. Making global decisions was easier than relying on components of assessment tools and individual philosophies and perspectives influenced decisions regarding placement readiness. The moderation experience enabled assessors to be more comfortable with the subjectivity of assessment and, although variation existed in the actual score, the absolute judgement of pass/fail was consistent between assessors (12 out of 16 performances). The variation in assessor ratings was expected given the lack of training provided to assessors. Despite written instructions to assessors, our data suggest that assessors use their own reference points and language to describe performance. Different standards of judgement has been previously reported in dietetics (12) and issues of reliability in authentic assessment have been highlighted (13) . The findings of the present study suggest that assessors should implement processes to support a dialogue and shared understanding of what constitutes adequate performance. The value of narrative in assessment is emerging as an important part of good assessment practice (14, 15) . Consensus on pass/fail assessments was easier to achieve than rating scales. Where judgement is inherently subjective, perhaps a pass/fail concept is far more consistent and 'marks' or ranking is unnecessary given the nature of the task.
The role of student reflection on performance was also highlighted by assessors as potentially being valuable in making decisions. Only one university included this process (University A), although this had assisted the university to pass a borderline student. Student insight into their ability and learning needs may be a key factor influencing assessment decisions, as reported elsewhere (16) . These findings further support the need for multiple pieces of assessment from different perspectives to shape decisions, which is in line with a programmatic (17) and collaborative approaches (18) , as well as quality feedback (19) . The present study explored approaches to performance assessment across different universities and assessors and the influences on assessment decisions. Inconsistency in assessor judgement was highlighted; however, consensus on global assessment outcomes was reached through discussion. A formal method of moderation across and within institutions may support a shared understanding of standards and performance. Supporting assessors to acknowledge the perspectives they bring to assessment decisions is fundamental to advancing competency-based assessment.
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